Intended, as it was, to provide a focus for the aspirations of teachers and students seeking a more rational and holistic basis for the understanding and treatment of disease, the series was welcomed, not only by Sir John himself, but by teachers and reviewers internationally. Even that seasoned and sceptical observer of the medical scene, Minerva of the British Medical Journal, made a surreptitious appearance at the launch and the following week declared herself 'reassured that the textbook is alive and well'2.
Critical acclaim is all very well for publisher, Series Editor and authors alike, but of itself provides no evidence that the message, or even the existence, of a textbook has been apprehended by the student for whom the work is intended. The Integrated Clinical Science Essay Competition was devised to increase student awareness of this new approach to medical teaching whereby, in the words of the Series Editor, 'the basic scientific knowledge, the applied science and the art of clinical practice are brought together in an integrated way'. The competition was also intended as a challenge to medical students to apply these principles to a subject of their choice, and the regulations were simple: 'Entrants should submit an essay of not more than 2500 words relating the clinical manifestations and/or treatment of a disease process to the underlying disorders of structure and function in one of the disciplines covered by the series'.
The high standard of student writing provoked by this challenge is evidenced by the essay on congenital word blindness, published in this issue (p 90), by Masud Husain (Christ Church, Oxford), winner of the first prize of £200.00 plus a set of Integrated Clinical Science volumes (and a further set for the library of his medical school). The range of topics spanned by medical student enquiry is well illustrated by the fact that the second prize was awarded for an essay entitled 'Self examination in the early detection of carcinoma of the prostate', by Bruce Allan (King's College, Cambridge), supported, as was requested in the terms of entry, by 'the relevant use of diagrams'. Other essays singled out by the judges ranged from 'Disordered communication in the hypothalamic-hypophyseal axis as the basis for disease' by David Halpin (St Thomas' Hospital Medical School, London), which was awarded third prize, to 'The pathogenesis of oesophageal varix rupture' by Brian Johnston (Queen's University Medical School, Belfast) which was highly commended.
Entrants were asked to state their year of study, and students from first to final years were 0141-0768/86/ 020069-02/$02.00/0 i' 1986 The Royal Society of Medicine represented among the 24 submissions. Amongst those highly commended was 'Malignant melanoma: an environmental disease', by a first-year student, Robert Burd (Leicester University Medical School). It was notable, however, that the prize-winning entrants had all had an opportunity, whether through an additional year of study for MSc or through involvement with the research activities of one of their teachers, to pursue their chosen topic in more detail than the normal teaching programme provides. Entries were received from medical schools throughout England and Ireland (though none, strangely, from Scotland or Wales), including those where integrated teaching is well established, such as Southampton, and those following more traditional curricula such as Oxford and the London teaching hospitals.
The first Integrated Clinical Science Essay Competition was of evident benefit to the publishers, in terms of increased recognition ofthe series, and to the recipients of prize money. For all contestants it appears to have provided an opportunity to look at old clinical problems in new ways. Many entrants claimed to have enjoyed the exercise, whatever the outcome.
Professor George McNicol, Series Editor and now
Vice-Chancellor of Aberdeen University, expresses the hope, in his preface to volumes in the series, that these books may act as a stimulus to further reform of the curriculum in the direction of integrated teaching. The response to the competition indicates, at the very least, that the concept is applicable in many areas of clinical interest, and that it appeals to students in many medical schools. Will their teachers rise to the challenge?
The final word, perhaps, should be given to one of the essayists, who wrote:
'the phenomenon which we study is man, in health and disease, and the requisite ability is that of keeping all our levels of understanding in view, in perspective, and seeing their connections.'
The mode of expression may be ungainly, but the sentiment seems perfectly sound.
The competition provided a welcome and mutually rewarding opportunity for the publishers to communicate directly with the student audience for whom their textbooks are designed. It is intended to repeat the exercise biennially, and details of the 1986/7 Integrated Clinical Science Essay Competition will be announced shortly.
